- Chapter 5 –

Gospel theater: the triune drama of redemption

The doctrine of the Trinity is the beginning and end, the source and substance, of the Christian message of salvation. Stated provocatively: the doctrine of the Trinity is shorthand for the good news, the main subject matter of the gospel, namely, the announcement that the triune God has gone out of his way – out of himself to the extent that he has poured himself out – for us and our salvation. Insofar as believers are united to Jesus Christ, they enjoy all the rights and privileges that pertain to the Son’s sonship, and that means basking in the eternal light, life, and love of God the Father, Son, and Spirit. 


The purpose of the present chapter is to spell out this claim in greater detail so that disciples will have a better idea of the nature of salvation, the raison d’être of Christian faith and the essence of Christianity. This requires going beyond the merely formal categories like communicative action that we examined in the last chapter to say what God has actually done. What is the substance, the material principle, of the drama of redemption? What kind of drama is it in which disciples play a part? It is impossible to answer these questions without invoking the doctrine of the Trinity. The main claim set forth in this chapter is that the main action of the play of salvation corresponds to the “action” God is in himself. 


The mystery of salvation, the answer to the paradox of how a righteous God could save the unrighteous while still remaining righteous, is inexplicable apart from an understanding of the triune God. Indeed, this is how the doctrine of the Trinity emerged in the first place. The church fathers realized that the life and death and resurrection of Jesus could not have saving significance unless the incarnate Son was of the same substance (homoousios) with the Father. Take away the deity of Jesus, and the drama turns into a tragedy with a long scene of an innocent man being tortured. 

What is the route from the heavenly bliss of the eternal God to the suffering of Jesus’ death on the cross? Does this route have anything to do with the way of the Christ that his disciples are to follow? There is an intimate connection between heaven and earth; God is God in both realms. And, as we shall see, there is even a certain dramatic dimension in God’s perfect life, to the extent that the latter consists in communicative action oriented to communion. If love makes the world go round, it is only because there was loving “going round” – circulating – between the divine persons in eternity. It is precisely into this love, light and life that disciples participate when they act out what is in Christ.


We turn, then, to consider the manner in which the drama of redemption – what has happened and now is in Christ  – is a Trinitarian affair. And, whereas the previous chapter identified communicative action as the formal principle of the drama of redemption, this chapter sets forth covenant and kingdom as the drama’s chief material principles, the concrete form and telos of redemptive history. 


We begin by thinking about the drama of redemption from the perspective of the divine playwright (“from above”). We begin “from above” because history was conceived in eternity. We only know this retroactively, because of what we have seen with our eyes, and heard with our ears, and touched with our hands. Yet because the playwright conceived the play in eternity, it is appropriate to begin there, insofar as we can reconstruct it, as it were, from what we know of God thanks to his work. As we shall see, the history of redemption dramatically represents the “drama” of God’s own Trinitarian being, the triune reality of God as he is in himself before the world stage even existed. We then examine the other actors in the drama, particularly as they figure as communicative agents implicated in the covenant history of the coming kingdom. 


The final section then examines the drama of redemption from the perspective of those who experienced its historical unfolding (“from below”). Here, too, we see that what gets played out in time is nothing less than the way God is in eternity. This is a crucial point, for it explains why doctrine gives disciples directions for “doing” heaven on earth: the whole drama of redemption turns on the ending entering into time. For the purpose of the play is communion between players and Playwright, a communion achieved by the covenant Mediator, even Jesus Christ, the Playwright made player. What is in Christ is nothing less than life eternal: a fellowship through the Son, in the Spirit, with the Father.

The play of the playwright “from above”: a drama of Trinitarian proportions

Some readers may, upon hearing these things, go away sorrowful, for who can know God as he is in himself? Such an attempt surely represents the worst kind of speculative theology: pointless, fruitless, and feckless. The concern is legitimate, but in this case unwarranted, for I propose to begin not with an abstract concept of God as perfect being, but with the particular way God demonstrates his perfection through his redemptive work. We extrapolate to God’s perfection in himself (in se) from God’s self-presentation in history (ad extra). In sum: I propose to think about God’s perfect triune life in eternity in the light of gospel, that is, the revelation of God’s goodness towards us as displayed in and through the time of Jesus Christ. 

“And the Word was God”: the eternal communication of the Son


“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God” (John 1:1). If the Word was in the beginning, what was it saying, and to whom? To the old chestnut “What was God doing before creation?” is the correct answer giving a soliloquy – “To be perfect being, or not to be”? As the incarnation makes clear, the Word with God in the beginning also speaks to God. The way the Father and Son interact in time (i.e., the economy) corresponds to the relationship of Father and Son in eternity. It is therefore most significant that one of the most characteristic things the Son does while on earth is communicate with the Father.


Is there “drama” in the Trinity? Yes, but only in the sense that there is communicative activity. Scripture depicts the life of the Father, Son, and Spirit as perfect doing – a “drama” than which nothing greater can be conceived; a ceaseless activity of free and loving communication (“making common”) that makes for triune communion. The good news of the gospel is that human creatures too can share in this eternal fellowship. God’s communicative activity resulting in communion – God’s sharing his perfections – is the substance of salvation. The good news is triune: the Father shares his light, life, and love in the Son through the Spirit. But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

 
We gain a precious peek into God’s inner life by attending to the communicative interaction of Father and Son in history, particularly where it is on conspicuous display in the Fourth Gospel. There are three main topics of conversation: mutual glorification; the giving of life; the sharing of love. Significantly, the dialogues “come at crucial moments in the narrative of the unfolding drama of the Trinity, and they mark the nodal points of the inner relations of the Trinity, worked out in time and space.”
 For example, we hear the Father addressing the Son as the Spirit descends upon Jesus at his baptism: “You are my beloved Son; with you I am well pleased” (Mk 1:11; cf. Lk 3:22; Mt 3:17), or again at the theologically pregnant moment of Jesus’ transfiguration (Mt. 17:1-5; Mk. 9:2-8; Lk. 9:28-36). 

 
The voice of the Father is a comparatively rare occurrence in the New Testament. More often we overhear the Son addressing the Father. Before raising Lazarus from the dead, Jesus says “Father, I thank you that you have heard me” (Jn. 11:41). When he realizes that the hour has come he prays, “Father, glorify your name” (Jn. 12:28), only to be answered by a voice from heaven: “I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again.” The Spirit, too, plays a communicative role. Jesus says: “He [the Spirit] will glorify me, for he will take all that is mine and declare it to you” (Jn. 16:14). As with everything God does, then, communicative action too is triune: a unified action with three aspects. The three persons are distinct communicative agents that nevertheless share the perfection of communicative agency in common.

 
Glorification is the communication of God’s glory, the publication of God’s excellence. It is also the main topic of Jesus’ longest prayer, the high-priestly prayer of John 17, spoken on the eve of the drama’s climax. What is striking is how Father and Son glorify – makes known the glory of – one another: “Father, the hour has come; glorify thy Son that the Son may glorify thee” (Jn. 17:1). Tellingly, however, Jesus indicates that his historical glorification (being “lifted up” on the cross - Jn. 3:14; 8:28; 12:32-33) only makes known something he enjoyed in eternity: “and now, Father, glorify thou me in thy own presence with the glory which I had with thee before the world was made” (Jn. 17:5). In the words of the 17th century Scottish minister Robert Leighton: “It is most true of the Blessed Trinity, Satis amplum alter alteri theatrum sumus [each is to another a theater large enough].”

 
Because the way God is in the economy or history of salvation corresponds to the way God is in himself, we may conclude that the Father, Son, and Spirit are simply continuing, in time, the communicative activity that characterizes their eternal perfect life. The Word made flesh makes known the communicative activity that was with God and was God in the beginning. “God” is therefore the name for this common communicative (e.g., glorifying) being of the three persons.
 The Father-Son communications that we discover at key moments of Jesus’ history are simply the communicative face of the perichoresis (mutual indwelling) that characterizes God’s eternal triune being. This inner-Trinitarian conversation is perfect: there is complete union, and thus communion, between the communicants, in glorious contrast to the incomplete and broken nature of most human communicative ventures, verbal or otherwise. 

Pactum salutis: a more excellent (and dialogical) decree


The Son is not simply the Word God speaks into human history but the Word that was with God from the beginning. The perfect life of God is an eternal fellowship of Father, Son, and Spirit: a mutual admiration society, a communion. God is light: the communicative activity (glorifying) by which Father, Son, and Spirit respectively publish their divine perfections. God is love: the communicative activity by which God as it were goes out of himself to share his life, everything he is and has, with others. God is life: the power of communicative action (i.e., the power to be and hence of self-presentation). 

God’s life is the essential content of what he communicates by his light and love. The Father eternally communicates his life to the Son (Jn. 5:26). The Son is thus “the Author of life” (Acts 3:15) as the Spirit is “giver of life” (Jn. 6:63). The Father does not “create” but “begets” the Son and “breathes” the Spirit. The technical term for such begetting and breathing is “processions”: the Son and the Spirit eternally proceed from the Father, even while being fully God themselves. The life of God consists in these processions or relations. The point is that God, in himself, is fully alive: a triune communication of life.

 
The eternal life held out to those who put their faith in Jesus Christ (Jn. 3:16) is just that: God’s eternal life. The good news of the gospel is that God determined from eternity not to keep his eternal life to himself. It is this decision, this self-determination on God’s part to be for us, that is the ultimate basis and substance of the gospel. It is the drama behind the drama that gets played out in the history of salvation and, as such, it is worth investigating further. Insofar as all Christian doctrine has to do with God, it is absolutely vital that we have a right knowledge of the one with whom we are dealing. We need therefore to clarify the fullness of God – the plenitude of his perfect life – in order to speak of how God is and acts as the one he is.

 
In the beginning was the Word, or rather, the divine decree: God’s eternal plan of salvation for the purpose of his glory. The decree is a far cry from the caricature of a fatalistic determinism. This latter doctrine undermines discipleship altogether: why bother doing anything if the results are fixed in advance? That way wretchedness lies. Better to view the decree as God’s determination to extend his family: “He destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:5). Above all, the notion of a divine decree ensures that redemption was not a divine afterthought. Indeed, Jesus declares that he came from heaven “not to do my own will, but the will of him who sent me” (Jn. 6:38).

 
There are good biblical reasons to expand the idea of an eternal divine decree in a more dialogical direction. This, at least, was the conclusion of post-Reformation Reformed theologians who discerned, through a careful reading of Scripture, a pactum salutis (i.e., the intratrinitarian “pact of salvation”) between the Father and the Son. Consider, for example, Paul’s reference to “the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God ... according to the eternal purpose which he has realized in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Eph. 3:9-10). To be sure, Scripture does not wear the notion of a pactum salutis on its sleeve, but like the doctrine of the Trinity, it appears to be a necessary implication of what is said explicitly.
 Minimally, it says that both the Father and the Son freely formed a partnership, agreeing on a plan from before the foundation of the world that would be executed on the stage of space-time history: “You were ransomed ... with the precious blood of Christ . . . He was destined before the foundation of the world but was made manifest at the end of the times for your sake” (1 Pet. 1:18-21). The historia salutis is thus the dramatic representation in space and time of the eternal pactum salutis. This is all to say that the eternal divine decree is dialogical, the work of more than one communicative agent.  

 
What disciples need to know is that the gospel of salvation has an eternal foundation in the counsel of God. The triune God both keeps his own counsel and takes counsel within himself. The “pact” is a covenant of redemption, a solemn binding agreement between Father and Son as to the particular form God’s saving righteousness will take in history.
 The Son freely commits to taking on the role and obligations of human creatures (servant; son), including the consequences of their failure to fulfill these obligations (“No one takes it [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have power to lay it down, and I have power to take it again; this charge I have received from my Father” - Jn. 10:18); the Father freely commits to redeem the people the Son represents, to sustain the Son in his work, and to glorify him at its completion. It is not a contract but a co-authored script, an emplotted sequence of actions whereby Father and Son honor one another as they move history towards a glorious conclusion: “that God may be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28). 

 
As mentioned earlier, there is solid exegetical ground for the idea of a covenant of redemption.
 Bavinck’s survey is particularly helpful, calling attention to the Son’s status as God’s servant who has been assigned a specific task (Isa. 53:10; Jn. 6:38-40; 10:18; 12:49; 17:4) for which he receives a reward for the obedience accomplished (Isa. 53:10-12; Jn. 17:24; Eph. 1:20-22; Phil. 2:9-11).
 The incarnation does not make the Son the Mediator, for the incarnation is itself a part (the first part) of the outworking of the covenant of redemption (Phil. 2:6). Similarly, far from being an event that “overtook” Jesus or took him by surprise, the cross is rather the climax of the covenant of redemption, the point at which the Son both completes his task and is “lifted up” (Phil 2:7-8; Jn. 3:14; 8:28; 12:32-33). In short: the Son determined to play the part of the crucified one before the foundation of the earth: “Vicarious satisfaction has its foundation in the counsel of the Triune God, in the life of supreme, perfect and eternal love, in the unshakable covenant of redemption. Based on the ordinances of that covenant, Christ takes the place of his own and exchanges their sin for his righteousness, their death for his life.”

 
The concept of the pactum salutis thus stands for the Trinitarian grounding ad intra (i.e., the covenant of redemption) of the Trinitarian work ad extra of salvation (i.e., the history of redemption). The drama of redemption is the historical outworking of God’s promise to himself, that is, to be who he is (the Father, Son, and Spirit for us). This thought brings us to soteriological ground zero. God’s eternal triune being is not merely conversational but covenantal: “The pact of salvation made known to us the relationships and life of the three persons in the Divine Being as a covenantal life…. Here, within the Divine Being, the covenant flourishes to the full.”
 It is in this sense that the pactum salutis expands the notion of the divine decree in a dialogical direction. Whereas the decree stresses the oneness of God (i.e., one will), the covenant of redemption highlights the three divine persons and the role in the plan of salvation apportioned to each. 

 
What appears at first glance speculative – the notion of covenant of redemption concluded in eternity – becomes upon closer inspection perhaps the best way to understand the love of God. We know of no God “behind” the triune God of the covenant of redemption. Though some theologians complain that the covenant of redemption resembles a legal contract, it is more accurately viewed as a mutual commitment forged out of triune love for the lost (i.e., sinners).
 Furthermore, the covenant of redemption helps us better see the divine decree and the will of God in terms not of sheer cause but rather sovereign loving purpose, namely, God’s self-determination to share his life with those who are not God while still retaining his perfections, including righteousness. What appears to be an intractable problem on the plane of history – how to reconcile divine sovereignty and human freedom – is resolved in eternity by the Son’s free self determination to accept the Father’s sovereign will: in the covenant of redemption, says Bavinck, “[t]he greatest freedom and the most perfect agreement coincide.”
 

 
The doctrine of the Trinity is good news. It is good news, first, because it informs us that God is not an impersonal causal force but an interpersonal loving communion. What was God doing before he created the heavens and the earth? We are now in a position to hazard an answer: not “concocting hell for those who pry into mysteries,” but rather covenanting our salvation. Second, the Trinity is good news because it informs us that God has chosen not to be God without us, for the Son determined from eternity to be with us in his humanity and for us in his death. Far from being speculative, then, the doctrine of the pactum salutis is a source of strength for disciples everywhere. Indeed, J. I. Packer claims that neither the gospel nor the Trinity nor Jesus Christ is properly understood until viewed in terms of the covenant: “In highlighting the thought that covenantal communion is the inner life o God, covenant theology makes the truth of the Trinity more meaningful than it can otherwise be.”

A missional drama of Trinitarian processions and proportions


Thus far we have examined the significance of the pre-existence of the Son and the pactum salutis by filling out the otherwise formal category of triune communicative action. There is one more doctrinal perspective from which to get a handle on the playwright’s play “from above,” that is, a view into the immanent life of God himself that is the ultimate ground of the drama of redemption, and it too contributes to a thick description of God’s life (i.e., God’s communicative activity). The technical term is “processions,” but we can think of them as God’s self-communication ad intra (in contrast to the “missions,” which are self-communications ad extra). Again, it will be crucial to attend to Scripture as one ventures to say something about God’s immanent life. To recall our key assumption: if Jesus is indeed the revelation of the Father, then the way God is in Christ corresponds to the way God is in himself. 


How, then, is God in himself? To say that God “is” is to say that God exists, that he is living, which is to say that God is communicative in and of himself. God’s being is communicative in the sense that it is a ceaseless sharing or making common of his light, life, and love. The perfect life of God is made up various personal relations: the Father’s begetting the Son, the Son’s being begotten, and the Spirit proceeding from the Father and the Son. These relations of origin – paternity, filiation, spiration – are God’s perfect life.
 Think of them as self-communications: the Father begets the Son by sharing his own being, by uttering a Word that is a mirror image or repetition of himself.
 Each of these processions represents a way that God relates to himself, a form of his self-communication that is also a mode of God’s unique perfection. As such, they form what Jonathan Edwards calls “the economy of the persons of the Trinity.”
  


The whole drama of redemption that results in what is in Christ has its root in God’s perfect life in himself. That was the conclusion to our brief study of the pactum salutis above, and it is our claim here as well. Viewed from above, the drama of redemption is made up a series of sendings or missions (from the Latin missio = “sending”) that originate with the Father. These divine missions – the “sendings” of the Son and Spirit that comprise the history of salvation – are but the historical realizations of the eternal processions. Consider: the “missions” are the Father’s sending the Son, the Son’s obedient going out, and the Spirit’s being breathed out at Pentecost to sanctify, adopt, and perfect those who through faith are united to the Son. The missions correspond exactly to the eternal processions (i.e., begetting, being begotten, being spirated): “These missions repeat ad extra the relations ad intra.”
 The missions of the Son and Spirit are the acting out, in time, of what has been going on in God’s triune life eternally. To state it axiomatically: the economic Trinity dramatically represents the immanent Trinity. The economic Trinity – the actions of God in the history of redemption – is itself a space-time representation of the way God always/already is in eternity. Father, Son, and Spirit play out in time the triune perfections. In a nutshell: the missions of the Son and Spirit are dramatico-historical representations (for lack of a better term) of the eternal processions.


Mission lies at the very heart of Christian thinking about God. The triune God of the gospel is a missionary God who repeatedly goes out of himself, sending himself forth for the sake of communicating, and fellowship, with others. From the perspective of the divine playwright, the drama of redemption is essentially missional, a self-communication where what is shared is not simply a message but fellowship: eternal life itself. Viewed from above, the gospel is the story of the self-communication of the triune God to an elect human people: “Christ’s mission is to use his life to reveal the Father. He is a word, expressing the Writer’s thought, an Actor putting the Playwright’s idea into action, and thus an idea which shows us the whole mind of the Writer.”
 The missions repeat in time - or should we say, dramatically represent - the eternal processions.


The doctrine of the Trinity, in identifying the leading actors, is at the same time a précis of the whole drama. The divine dramatis personae – the processions that become missions – are the drama. God communicates himself through himself to what is not himself. What gets played out, in time, is the perfection of God’s eternal life. In Webster’s words: “What we encounter with concentrated historical force in Son and Spirit is the reality in time of a divine movement of sending which is itself the repetition of God’s self.”
 The drama is trustworthy because it shows us God as God really is. What gets played (poured!) out on the stage of world history is nothing less than the triune heart of God: not Nietzsche’s will-to-power but Jesus’ will-to-communion.


That God who is fully and perfectly love in himself decided to extend that love still further is a mystery that exceeds our comprehension: what wondrous love is this, that God freely communicates himself – his love, knowledge, and life – through himself. More wondrous still that Jesus wants to send his disciples to extend this circle of love even further. Make no mistake: disciples have been given the privilege and responsibility of participating in the triune mission, and thus the drama of redemption, in their own manner. Hence our vocation, as disciples and as human beings: to participate rightly in a drama conceived in eternity and, when the time was right, played out in history. 

The players: human and other dramatis personae

“God does not play the world drama all on his own; he makes room for man to join in the acting.”
 As we move from the eternal drama played out between the three divine persons to the historical drama that unfolds below, it is appropriate to consider other players who figure prominently. In particular, we want to say something about what it is to be a person, for the interactive theater of the gospel is all about persons communicating and relating to one another. In the previous chapter I suggested that self-communicative action functions as a metaphysical principle, that everything that is on the stage of the world communicates its nature, either voluntarily or involuntarily. To speak of the dramatis personae of the theater of the gospel is to focus on one kind of creature in particular, however: persons. We have begun from above, with an exploration of divine personhood, in order to avoid projecting ideas of human personhood onto God.
 For, as Karl Barth notes, “It is not God who is a person by extension, but we.”
  


This is not the place for a full-fledged theological anthropology. We here deal only with what disciples need to know about their humanity in order to achieve self-understanding, which is to say, knowledge of themselves as actors in a divine drama. Later chapters will examine the doctrine of sanctification with respect to how human actors can play their parts well, participating rightly in the evangelical action.  

Adam and his children


Human life is dramatic: our very first line, usually uttered on a delivery room stage, is an inarticulate existential cry which, being translated, means, “I’m alive, help!” As we age, we continue to cry out: in helplessness, frustration, anger, and despair as well as in greeting, triumph, love, and delight. Disciples cry out too: “Lord, have mercy!”; “He is risen!”; “Come, Holy Spirit!”; “Alleluia.” We cry out to others in the hope that we will be heard: “The cry is seen as a form of primary utterance in scripture and in life, a sign of intensity and importance, in itself a dramatic event that calls for wise discernment and response.”
 

 
Cry and response. The phenomenon gets us close to what defines us as persons created in the image of God. As we have seen, God’s own triune life is one of communicative activity (i.e., glorification), even dialogue (the pactum salutis). Theologians have difficulty identifying a single trait that constitutes the imago Dei. It is dangerous to isolate one property, like rationality, as the definition of the image. Some theologians therefore work from the other end, arguing that we should be looking not for a particular property but at the relational nature of God. There are many kinds of relations, however: logical, causal, temporal, spatial, etc. Much harm has been done in thinking of other people as objected to be instrumentally used (e.g., in terms of “I-it” relations). Accordingly, the purpose of this brief section is to characterize the kind of activities and “I-Thou” relations characteristic of and distinct to persons.   

 
The paradigm of communicative agency is well suited both to preserve and to integrate the traditional emphasis on the image of God as rationality with the newer emphasis on relatedness. From the very beginning, Scripture records persons are presenting themselves to and engaging with one another by means of communicative action. The very first thing God does with the human creatures he created is address them with a command: “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat” (Gen. 2:15). And, later in the story, “the Lord God called to the man, and said to him, ‘Where are you?’” (Gen. 3:9). God does not address any other creature in quite the same manner, and this is not the sole instance. 

 
God’s addresses to various individuals (e.g., Abraham, Moses, David, the prophets) represent key developments in the biblical drama. Indeed, one of the typical forms of divine intervention is interjection: “Abraham!” (Gen. 22:1); “Jacob, Jacob!” (Gen. 46:2); “Moses, Moses!” (Ex. 3:4); “Samuel!” (1 Sam. 3:6); “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4); “Ananias” (Acts 9:10). Let us draw a preliminary conclusion: to be a person is to be an answerable agent. A person is one who can respond to a call: “Here I am” (Gen. 22:1; Gen. 46:2; Ex. 3:4; 1 Sam. 3:6; Acts 9:10). 

 
Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutic philosophy, his attempt to state the meaning of the “I am,” relies on the notion of self-attestation.
 According to Ricoeur, we come to understand ourselves as we attest our capacity to say and do things, not least in response to the words and deeds of others. These interactions with other persons come to take on the shape of a story. Persons are also able to recognize themselves as characters in a unified narrative that recounts the things that one has done or suffered (i.e., the story of one’s life). Narrative attestation means that I identify myself as the one who does things (i.e., take initiatives) and as the one to whom things are done: “We become the people we are as our identities are shaped through the patterns of communication and response in which we are engaged.”
 Being a person is less a matter of stating “I think, therefore I am” than it is of characteristic pattern of our response to others, the way we habitually say (or fail to say) “Here I am.” To be a person is to be answerable, and this implies being a communicative agent.

 
The theatrical model is well suited to this focus on the person as communicative agent. We need to go further, however, because communicative capacity is a merely formal notion. Yes, to be a person is to be answerable to God, but what has God said? To what kind of divine communicative initiative are human persons to respond? The answer should now be obvious. Just as the three persons in the Godhead covenanted together, so God covenants with his human interlocutors. The afore-mentioned divine interjections are for the most part aspects of covenantal discourse. Much, if not all, of what God says pertains in one sense or another to this or that covenant: its institution, administration, and culmination. In particular, the eternal election of a people in Christ gets dramatically played out in history as God elects a series of individual, then a nation (Israel) to be his treasured possession, through which “all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Gen. 12:3).

 
In sum: persons are answerable agents in covenantal relation with others.
 This is true of divine and human persons alike. Theological anthropology views human persons as players in a divinely produced drama, speakers and actors able to make communicative initiatives and covenantal responses. The human person is summoned by many others – parents by children, husbands by wives, friends by friends, judges by victims, etc. – and achieves its particular character in its pattern of response. God too summons human actors, often by name, to take part in the action. Everything thus depends on whether, and how, the creature responds to the call of its Creator. The call is covenantal: “Come, let us be together.” Because they are in God’s image, Adam and his children cannot be autonomous individuals. For sharing with others is implicit in the very concept of communicative agency. Human persons are communicative subjects in covenantal relation designed for communion, with God and with one another. Everything in the drama thus depends on how the human creature responds to the words of other, and in particular God’s covenantal word. Will the human creature play its designated part, keeping words as covenant keepers, or breaking words as covenant breakers? 

Jesus Christ and his ministering angels


It was a rhetorical question. We know that human persons have violated their true natures by turning a deaf ear and disobedient heart to the divine address. Human persons have contradicted their natures by refusing to let God’s word “sound through” them (per + sonare = “to sound through”) – everyone, that is, save one: our savior Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is both God’s fulfilled promise and humanity’s right response. As the God-man covenant mediator, Jesus Christ fulfills both sides of the covenantal relation through his distinct communicative activity. 

 
In the first place, Jesus is God’s own word, “the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4), very God of very God, God the Son incarnate. As such, he is the fulfillment of the proto-evangelium, the promise God made to Adam and Eve, that Eve’s seed will crush the serpent’s head (Gen. 3:15). He is what makes good God’s promise to Abraham to establish an everlasting covenant to be God to Abraham and his descendants (Gen. 17:6-8). He is realization of God’s word to David to establish from his line a kingdom that would have no end (2 Sam. 7:12-14). He is the vindication of God’s self-naming as the one who is “abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6; cf. Jn. 1:14). The drama of the Christ shows the lengths God goes freely to bind himself to his word. Jesus is the promise-keeping of God made flesh, made good, made gospel.

 
Jesus is also the fully human word of obedient response, and hence the exemplar of true humanity. In assuming humanity, the eternal Son had a genuine human experience, lived an authentic human history: “For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sinning” (Heb. 4:15). Jesus’ communicative action was consistently truthful: “no guile was found on his lips” (1 Pet. 2:22). Because Jesus, unlike Adam and everyone else, kept covenant with God, he is the “image of the man of heaven” (1 Cor. 15:49). Better: the life Jesus acts out on earth is the exact representation of the drama that subsists in God’s own eternal being. As we shall see, that Jesus is the exemplary person whose faithful communicative actions maintain right covenantal relations, thus proving to be the crucial factor in the drama of redemption.

 
To this point, we have argued that persons are answerable agents who make communicative initiatives and respond to the initiatives of others. There is, in addition to God and human persons, another class of players, “a little higher” than the humans (cf. Heb. 2:7, 9). Angels from time to time appear as actors in crucial scenes of the drama of redemption. The absence of narratives about angels is noteworthy. Angels are supporting actors, marginal figures but nevertheless truly supporting inasmuch as their role often seems to consist of reinforcing the divine communicative action. Karl Barth’s comment is apt: “They do not exist and act independent or autonomously. They have no history or aims or achievements of their own.”
 

 
According to the Scriptures, the raison d’être of angels is to minister and magnify God’s own communicative action. Their primary role is that of herald, announcing what God is doing, may do, or will do. It is an angel that informs Abraham and Sarah of the birth of Isaac, prefiguring the annunciation to Mary of the birth of Jesus, an event later confirmed by a whole choir of angels (Lk. 2:10-11). Angels were also the first communicative agents on the scene of Jesus’ resurrection (Mt. 28:5-7; Lk. 24:4-7) and later his ascension (Acts 1:10-11). In general, they seem to speed the church’s ministry of the word (Acts 5:19; 8:26; 10:22; 16:9). It is also an angel who heralds the vision of the drama’s end (Rev. 1:1).

Satan and his minions


There is one more group of players to consider. What exactly should we say about Satan and his messengers (i.e., the demons)? Are they persons too? At least one demon in addition to Satan has a name (“Legion” - Lk. 8:30), and Satan has an important speaking part in the drama. Indeed, Satan is largely responsible for the conflict that propels the drama forward. As a first approximation, we might say that Satan and his minions are communicative agents oriented to covenantal discord and division. However, even this is to pay the devil too great a compliment. 

 
If Satan and his minions are to be viewed as persons, then it is only because they possess a peculiarly improper or corrupt kind of communicative agency. The very first words that Satan uttered in the garden sowed distrust: “Did God say?” (Gen. 3:1). Then, like toddlers who resist parental authority, Satan said no: “You will not die” (Gen. 3:4). Satan’s third speech act conjured up an alternative reality: “You will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:5). In each case, Satan craftily questions God’s word – the same word that had just ordered creation and created Adam and Eve. Satan’s verbal ploys are nothing short of an assault o Creator and created order alike.   

 
True words represent reality. Satan’s words deny and distort reality. This is why Jesus can say of Satan that he “has nothing to do with the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (Jn. 8:44). It is precisely for this reason that Satan’s communicative agency is not only ethically wrong but also ontologically improper. Lies bring to mind things that fail to correspond to anything real. A lie is a misbegotten, short-circuited speech act whose utterance (what one claims to be true) contradicts what one conceives (what one knows to be false). The lie is oriented not to what is but to what is not. To “exchange the truth for a lie” (Rom. 1:25) is thus to orient oneself to nothing in particular.

 
Satan is indeed a player in the drama, yet his performance is uniformly negative. Satan’s “agency” is defective; all he can do is to deceive and dissemble. Paul warns the Corinthians that Satan disguises himself as an angel of light (2 Cor. 11:4). These disguises are rhetorical guises, for what insinuates itself into the drama of redemption is disinformation. In the parable of the Sower, for example, Jesus depicts Satan as disrupting the economy of communication: “when they [i.e., people newly exposed to the gospel] hear, Satan immediately comes and takes away the word which is sown in them” (Mk. 4:15). 

 
The one concrete message that Satan communicates was itself a corruption of the truth: the devil “put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot ... to betray him [Jesus]” (Jn. 13:2). This speech act too was only parasitic: “He [Jesus] is surely not the Messiah.” That Satan continues to bring about infelicitous speech acts even after Jesus’ resurrection is evident in Peter’s pointed comment: “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back part of the proceeds of the land” (Acts 5:3). Lies, lies, and more lies...

 
Satan’s communicative agency is defective, yet effective. On the one hand, he is unable to state the truth, to produce a felicitous speech act, or to bring about understanding. On the other hand, he is able to dissuade people from the true, the good, and the beautiful. His communicative acts do not bring about understanding, but they do produce results. This is, as I have indicated, a strange, improper form of personhood. Indeed, we might say that Satan disguises himself as a communicative agent but is actually only a manipulator. For, strictly speaking, liars do not communicate (“make common”), for they hold back with the left half of their forked tongue what they offer with their right. What the liar “makes common” is but smoke and mirrors, mere pretense. The discourse of the liar is the static that distorts genuine communicative action, the noise that interferes with true understanding. 

 
Satan therefore has no positive communicative agency. He has no causal power to compel obedience, only a cunning power that presents opportunities for corruption. Satan can do nothing with words but gesture vainly. How then shall we interpret Paul’s ascribing “all power” to Satan (2 Thess. 2:9a)? Upon closer inspection we see that it is no true power at all, only the power of nothingness, the power of illusion, “with pretended signs and wonders, and with all wicked deception” (2 Thess. 2:9b-10). Yet Paul also warns Timothy about some who will depart from the faith “by giving heed to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons” (1 Timothy 4:1). 

 
It is Satan’s counterfeit communicative agency that accounts for the original, and ongoing conflict in the drama. Satan’s words tempted Adam and Eve to disobey God. After the fall, distrust of and disobedience to God’s word became second nature to the human creature. The people of Israel failed to respond rightly to God’s word, as did her kings. Both people and kings failed again even when confronted by the Word incarnate. But Jesus Christ did not fail. He too was tempted in the wilderness for forty temporal units (days, not years) but responded rightly, using the word of God to ward off the wiles of the devil (Mk. 1:13).

 
 Satan’s communicative agency is pathological – a conjuring trick with words. Nevertheless, though it lacks positive being, it remains a paradoxical factor in the drama, hence disciples must remain vigilant: “But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by his cunning, your thoughts will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Jesus Christ” (2 Cor. 11:3). [Gregory of Nyssa believed that Satan was defeated by his own medicine: he was deceived by Jesus’ apparent weakness in Gethsemane into thinking that he could defeat him, and keep his prisoner in sheol. On this view, Satan’s “fall” in a garden (Gethsemane, not Eden) was only poetic justice, not to mention dramatic irony: “The emphasis on Christ’s deception of the devil in the garden of Gethsemane, which seems to detract from the centrality of the crucifixion, is in fact a typological requirement intended to mirror and thus reverse the devil’s deception of Eve in the garden of Eden.”
 

The play of the playwright “from below”: a covenantal courtroom drama of kingdom and kinship

 
The essence of Christianity is neither metaphysical nor moral but dramatic: the triune God executes in history the plan conceived in eternity, speaking and acting in order to redeem humanity and restore creation. The gospel displays an act than which none greater can be conceived, or dramatized. 

 
To this point we have examined the triune drama of redemption from the perspective of the eternal triune decree (i.e., “from above”) and introduced the major dramatis personae that will play out the drama in history. We turn now to examine the play from a human and historical point of view (i.e., “from below”), where the focus is on the execution of the plan of salvation in history, which is to say, the economic rather than immanent Trinity. What is of the utmost importance to keep in mind, however, is the continuing fundamental importance of the Trinity, only now it is the missions of Son and Spirit (and thus the history of Jesus Christ) rather than their eternal processions that take center stage. The Bible is a spotlight on the story of the triune God’s dealings with creation, especially as these lead to and from Jesus Christ.

 
How are the two perspectives on the drama of redemption (from above; from below) related? This is a subtle question that pertains to the relationship both of the immanent to economic Trinities (i.e., God in se and God ad extra) and of eternity to time. On the one hand, it would not be entirely correct to speak of two dramas, as if the two were unrelated, for the one (economic) is the outworking of the other (immanent). Nor would it be correct to say that the dramas are numerically identical, for this would be to collapse eternity into what happens in time.  Eternity is the time for God’s life, that is, God’s triune communicative activity (i.e., the sharing of God’s light, life, and love between Father, Son, and Spirit). By way of contrast, time is the form of God’s communicative action ad extra, for time is the “space” for creaturely communicative action, the form of finite existence.
 Both time and eternity, then, are forms of communicative action. The triune eternal communicative action (i.e., the pactum salutis) thus corresponds to the triune historical communicative action (i.e., the historia salutis). Some might call this correspondence relation “analogy,” in which case we could speak of the analogia dramatis: the play “from below” is analogous to the play “from above.”

 
C. S. Lewis approaches the question from a different, though complementary direction, in terms of causes rather than communications: “Did Ophelia die because Shakespeare for poetic reasons wanted her to die at that moment—or because the branch broke? I think one would have to say, ‘For both reasons.’ Every event in the play happens as a result of other events in the play, but also every event happens because the poet wants it to happen. All events in the play are Shakespearian events; similarly all events in the real world are providential events.”
 On this view, the drama of redemption is the playwright realizing his “poetic” intention through the providential ordering of historical events.

 
The purpose of this section is to examine this providential ordering as it has been played out in the crucible of history. Clearly, the mission of the Son was the salvation of the world, and somehow Jesus’ death and resurrection were crucial to accomplishing this mission. But why? What is happening in the history of Israel and in Jesus’ history? How ought we understand the playwright’s play “from below”? To answer these questions, we had best turn to the testimony of the prophets and apostles. 

 
“And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself” (Lk. 24:27). One thing is clear already: the play presents what is in Christ. I have used this phrase on several occasions, but to this point I have said only that it is indicative of reality. We can now be more precise. The content of what is in Christ is nothing less than true deity and true humanity. What we come to know when we see what is in Christ is the full measure of the love of God and the full stature of his human image. We come to learn about the reality of God’s nature and human nature, and about the reality of the relationship between the two. What is in Christ is nothing less than the prime theological truth, the most important indicative of all.

Entrances, exoduses, and returns: between earth and heaven, history and eschatology

 
At its most basic level, the theodrama is a matter of the historical entrances and exoduses of God. The action of the drama of redemption is largely made up of comings and goings (and returns). The first premise of Christian theology is that God can enter into the world because he has done so in Jesus Christ. Yet it is clear from Scripture from the start that the God who created the heavens and the earth is free to come and do as he pleases. This is what it means to be Lord of space and time. The Bible regularly depicts God entering into communicative contact, even conversation, with a number of human individuals (e.g., Adam, Noah, Abraham), prophets, priests, kings, as well as the whole people of Israel. On occasion there are visual cues as to God’s presence and activity (e.g., the pillar of fire that led Israel), but most often what enters the human stage is the word of the Lord (e.g., “the word of the Lord came to...”). All the more reason to attend to the appearance of Jesus on the scene, the word of the Lord become flesh (Jn. 1:14). 

 
“He came down from heaven” (Jn. 3:13). There are other things that Scripture depicts as entering the world stage from heaven. In addition to God’s “voice from heaven” (Dan. 4:31; Mt. 3:17), we read of manna come down from heaven in blessing (Ex. 16:4) as well as fire from heaven come down in judgment (2 Ki. 1:12). The manna and the fire are placeholders for the Son’s entry from heaven: Jesus is the bread of life (Jn. 6:31-32) as well as the one upon whom the cup of God’s wrath is poured out on the cross (Rom. 1:18; Isa. 51:22; Mt. 26:39). 

 
Where is heaven? Is it literally “up” there? The Psalmist declares, “The Lord looks down from heaven upon the children of men, to see if there are any that act wisely” (Ps. 14:2). The Medieval morality plays took this image literally, installing God in heaven on a platform above the stage representing earth. It is true that Scripture often uses the term “heaven” to refer to the physical sky and the entities (e.g., sun, stars) found there (Gen. 1:20, 17), but the Son did not descend from the sky. “Heaven” is also the term for God’s abode, the immaterial “place” where God and his angels dwell. We cannot locate heaven on a map, however, nor can we speak confidently about its metaphysics. 

 
Heaven and eternity stand to God’s presence and activity as space and time do for our only human presence and activity. In each case, the former provides the “place” for communicative activity – divine and human existence, respectively. It would be a grave mistake, however, to think that God’s existence is on the same level as human existence. On the contrary, the Creator is utterly distinct from the created order, for the triune God has life in himself, whereas everything creaturely depends on God’s breath to sustain its existence. 

 
Where is heaven? Though there is an absolute distinction between Creator and creation, there is also a relation between them: the Creator is able to enter into creation, thanks to the missions of Son and Spirit. If heaven is the place where God dwells, and if God can make his dwelling on earth, then we should not think of heaven and earth as entirely distinct. We should not think of heaven as an entirely remote place that has nothing to do with life on earth. Rather, heaven names the place where God’s will is joyfully done. It is the future (“the age to come”) for which we hope. Perhaps, in this sense, the right question to ask is “When is heaven?”

 
The entrances of the Son and Spirit from heaven may be less “from above” than “from the end.” In both the Old and New Testaments, the people of God set their hope on the great act of restoration God promised to do in the future. Heaven is another way of thinking about “the age to come,” when the evils of the present age would be no more. When Jesus “came down from heaven,” he brought a bit of heaven with him. The bulk of Jesus’ teaching in the Gospel of Matthew concerns the kingdom of heaven. The kingdom is not only “at hand” but “upon” those who witness Jesus’ kingdom-indicating miracles (Mt. 12:28; Lk. 11:20). When John the Baptist’s disciples ask Jesus if he is indeed “he who is to come” (Lk. 7:19), the Messiah on whom Israel set her hope, Jesus answers by his acts: he cured many of disease, cast out demons, gave sight to the blind, and raised the dead (Lk. 7:21-22). Stated differently: through his works, Jesus was beginning to bring heaven to earth, the end of history into its middle, eschatology (the end or telos of God’s communicative activity) into history.
 

 
The entrance of the Son in the Incarnation is the climactic, but not exclusive, entrance of God onto the stage of world history. There are also some dramatic exits, or rather exoduses. The great saving event of the Old Testament was an exodus, out of Egypt. There is a “gospel” in Exodus, and an “exodus” in the Gospels. In each case, the mighty saving act of God takes the form of an “exit.” The first exodus – God’s miraculous delivery of Israel from their oppression in Egypt – was an event of high drama, a long-awaited fulfillment of God’s earlier promise to Abraham. Yahweh promises deliverance (Ex. 3:7-8) and delivers on his promise (Dt. 20:1). The exodus is not simply a great escape, but the event in which God creates a people for himself: a “treasured possession” (Ex. 19:5) and “holy nation” (Ex. 19:6). The exodus is not only a saving event, but also a saving relationship. The Exodus thus becomes the single act, that more than any other, serves to identify the God of Israel: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Ex. 20:2).  

 
Israel’s exodus from Egypt turns out to be only a preview of an even greater saving event. Jesus refers to his death in Luke 9:31 as a “departure” (Gk. exodus) to be accomplished in Jerusalem.
 This “new exodus,” like the original, is God’s mighty saving act. Indeed, Jesus’ dramatic exit is arguably the highpoint of the drama, or would have been, except that he returns. The gospel is the message that the crucified one is risen (Lk. 24:34). The one who has departed has returned, making an exit and entrance that stand somehow as crucial pivot points in the plan of salvation (more on this in the following section). 

 
Jesus’ resurrection from the dead is not yet the end of the play, only the beginning of the end. There are more exits and entrances to come. For example, after forty days with his disciples, Jesus leaves them again: “While he blessed them, he parted from them and was carried up into heaven” (Lk. 24:51). Jesus had gone to great lengths to explain to his disciples why it was to their advantage that he “go away”: if he did not go away, the Conformer (i.e., the Holy Spirit) would not come (Jn. 16:7). The Ascension-exit of Jesus thus makes possible the entry – the mission – of the Holy Spirit, recorded in Acts 2 in the story of Pentecost. Note that it is Jesus’ cross, resurrection, and Ascension that enable him to return to heaven, there to pour out the Spirit: “if I go, I will send him to you” (Jn. 16:7).
 What appear to us, from below, as entrances and exoduses are, viewed from above, the result of heavenly sendings (i.e., missions).

 
That the risen Jesus ascended into heaven means that he is now in heaven in bodily form. This does not mean that we can pinpoint Jesus’ location in our universe. Rather, as we have seen, heaven is the place of God’s abode, and God is near to each one of us. Heaven and earth are not two regions on the same space-time continuum but two different dimensions that, because God is sovereign Creator, overlap and intersect. It is precisely because Jesus is raised and ascended into heaven that he is really present everywhere on earth, though his presence is not discernible by the capacities of the present age. God’s presence and activity is of a different, eschatological order, partaking of a different kind of space-time, but one that is able to make a difference in ours, and thus something real. As we shall see, heaven becomes real on earth to the extent that God’s word and Spirit begins to rule in human hearts.  

 
The drama of redemption ends not with an exit but with a final re-entry. After Jesus’ ascension, Luke reports that two men in white robes (angel messengers?) inform the disciples “This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). With the apostles, Christians now await “our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Tit. 2:13). The drama of redemption will draw to a spectacular close when the risen and ascended Jesus comes again, this time with heaven. In the words of the Nicene Creed: “He will come again ... and his kingdom will have no end.” Eschatology too is part of the gospel. The good news includes the idea that Christ will come again, bringing heaven to earth in a way that realizes God’s original good purpose for creation.   

 
For present purposes, the salient point is that the drama or economy of redemption is an ordered sequence of comings and goings, entrances and exits from the world stage. The theodrama is the story of God’s triune being freely going out of itself in order to communicate God’s light, life, and love to creatures, so that they in turn could give themselves to God and one another. The drama turns on God’s triune mission to the world, his two-handed outreach to a creation that had spurned him. The drama is about how the human players, notably Israel, respond to the mission, and in particular to the words (and Word) sent from God. We turn now to examine the way these various comings and goings can be viewed as a unified action. Yes, there are important entrances and exits, but what kind of drama is it?

Exploring the divine comedy

What kind of play?

The goal of the present section is to characterize God’s triune mission to the world in terms of the biblical story line. How do the biblical authors think about God’s plan of salvation as they experience it from below? Is the conflict resolved and, if so, how? What kind of play, in general terms, describes the various comings and goings? 

 
The best-known form of serious drama is tragedy. Both ancient and modern tragedies wrestle with the fundamental questions of human existence, in particular that of suffering, both deserved and undeserved. In ancient tragedy, the tragic hero is no match for hostile gods or impassive Fate, yet nevertheless display courage in the face of impossible odds. This stance comes close to Heidegger’s notion of authentic existence as the resolute facing of being-towards-death. In tragedy, the universe either conspires against us (ancient) or is indifferent to our plight (modern). The climax is the tragic event or catastrophe that befalls the central figure, prompting the audience to react in fear and pity. 

 
The story of God’s missionary outreach to the world is not a tragedy. True, the central figure does suffer unjustly (even Pilate thinks Jesus is innocent), but the play ultimately does not end with blood on the stage. In spite of the cross, the drama of the Christ is no tragedy. It is no tragedy because Jesus’ life is not taken from him but freely laid down (Jn. 10:17-18). Moreover, Jesus’ death loses its sting when the Father vindicates him by raising him from the dead, the first step in putting all injustice to rights (1 Cor. 15:55). 

 
Comedies too can be serious dramas that examine the human condition. Whereas tragedies often deal with the nobility or royalty (e.g., King Lear), comedy treats commoners, or makes the noble appear more common. One of the characteristic aspects of comedy is the tendency to bring the proud down a notch, though in a kinder, gentler fashion than tragedy. Comedy often turns social conventions on their heads; indeed, such comic inversion is often the focus of the play. The difference between comedy and tragedy is, in the final analysis, a matter of endings: tragedy begins well but ends badly; comedy begins with a complication but ends well.

 
If I belabor the point, it is because disciples should know what kind of drama they are playing. Yes, bad things happen to good people, but in the end, all things will be well because “God will be all in all” (1 Cor. 15:28). What lies at the heart of the drama, the cross, is not a catastrophe but what J. R. R. Tolkien terms a eucatastrophe: a cataclysmic event with a beneficial effect (we shall return to that eu- in due course).
 The news is good (euangelion) because a good than which nothing greater can be dramatized has been done: “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself” (2 Cor. 5:19). Moreover, the way God reconciles the world to himself is comical because it completely subverts expectations, as well as the prevailing social orders. Disciples who participate in the subversive divine comedy may well find themselves accused of “turning the world upside down” (Acts 17:6). Finally, like many other comedies, this one too ends with a wedding: the marriage of the Lamb (Rev. 19:7, 9).


How many acts? Plotting the drama

It is not surprising that a number of biblical theologians have adopted the rubric “drama of redemption.” Thought the Bible itself does not use the category “drama,” the key ingredients are there, as we have seen. Drama does a particularly good job at focusing on the story line of salvation history, so much so that a number of scholars have suggested that the biblical drama may be divided up into various “acts.”

 
The biblical roots for recounting the various acts in the drama of redemption may go back to ancient Israel – to doxology rather than dogmatics: “I will recount all of your wonderful deeds” (Ps. 9:1). In particular, Israel was to remember not only the divine commands and covenants but also what the Lord did: to Pharaoh and all Egypt (Dt. 7:18); to Israel during the forty years of wilderness wanderings (Dt. 8:2); to Israel as punishment for covenant disobedience. The clearest example of a recital of God’s mighty acts in the Old Testament is Joshua 24:1-18 (cf. Ps.78; 106; Ezek. 20). 

 
Several speeches in the Book of Acts bring the narrative up to date, notably Peter’s Pentecost sermon (Acts 2:14-36) and Stephen’s martyr speech, by relating God’s mighty acts in the history of Israel to the history of Jesus.
 Some of Paul’s epistles appear to contain elements of creedal traditions that sum up the most important new developments in the drama. For example, Paul traces mentions four stages in the Christ event: “Christ died for our sins ... was buried ... was raised on the third day ... he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve” (1 Cor. 15:3-5). Other Pauline passages include Christ’s incarnation (Phil. 2:6-7) and role in creation (Col. 1:15-16). Just how many “acts” are there in the theodrama?

 
Biblical theology comes into its own at this point, tracing the progress of redemptive-history in the Bible’s own terms. Even so, not all biblical theologians agree as to how the material should be divided. Still, drama provides a helpful framework with which to deal with the unity and diversity of Scripture. There is one playwright, one underlying drama, one beginning and ending, but many actors, scenes, events, and themes. Correctly identifying the number of acts in the theodrama furthers the cause of faith speaking understanding, and this on two levels. First, it helps us better to understand the unity and diversity of Scripture as complementary; second, it helps disciples better to understand where they are in the story. This second point will prove critical in subsequent chapters. 

 
Two, maybe three desiderata ought to govern the way we conceive the drama’s plot. The most important thing is to do justice to the story line of Scripture. To omit something essential to the story is to risk compromising the logic of the gospel. We can call this first criterion “canonical comprehensiveness.” Conversely, for the sake of explanatory power, it is important to focus on essential developments only. The goal here is to find the simplest yet also most powerful outline, the outline that can account for the integrity of the whole plot in the least amount of moves. We can call this second criterion “theodramatic loveliness,” lovely, because it provides the most understanding in the briefest compass.

 
The minimum number of acts in the Christian theodrama would appear to be three (creation-fall-redemption), though there is some debate as to whether the third act does sufficient justice to the already/not yet nature of redemption.
 Some point out that at present we enjoy only the first fruit of redemption, because the consummation is yet to come: “The continuities and discontinuities of an inaugurated eschatology are not possible to communicate with a three-act script of the canon’s theo-drama.”

 
N. T. Wright’s suggestion of a five-act play has proven even more influential, spawning several variations: (1) Creation (2) Fall (3) Israel (4) Jesus (5) Church.
 On Wright’s reading, the church knows about the first four acts, and at least the first scene of act 5, but is otherwise in the position of having to work out the conclusion to the fifth act themselves. Sam Wells follows Wright’s lead, but not without criticizing him at points. For example, Wells thinks it a mistake to put the church at the end of the story rather than the eschaton. He also thinks that Jesus should be in the middle of the story, not least because he is the mediator (“middle-man”). He also objects to treating the Fall as a separate act, for this implies that the fall is an act of God.
 

 
Wells’ amended version therefore looks like this: (1) Creation (2) Israel (3) Jesus (4) Church (5) Eschaton. As to Creation, “[t]he drama of this act is that there was too much love in the Trinity for God to keep it to himself.”
 The fall is a moment in act one, a “human misconstrual of God’s created gift of freedom.”
 The third act, Jesus, is when the Playwright enters the play and creates the church, thus confounding Israel’s notion that it was in a three-act play (creation - Israel - Messiah). The church is in act four, charged with being the body of Christ in a world where other dramas jostle and sometimes prevail. That there is a fifth act means that Christians, while called to be faithful, do not have to usher in the kingdom with their own resources alone.

 
Finally, Craig Bartholomew and Michael Goheen propose a six-act story line in The Drama of Scripture: Finding Our Place in the Biblical Story. Again, their concern is to do justice both to the unity and diversity of Scripture, for without a unified story line, both Scripture and its followers are “in danger of being absorbed into whatever other story is shaping our culture.”
 They want Scripture to be the control story of Christian lives, the go-to text to answer the basic meaning-of-life questions: Who am I and why am I here? What’s happening? Where (in the story) am I? What time is it? We can only answer such questions, they rightly point out, if we know of what story we find ourselves a part. [Bartholomew and Goheen follow both Wright and Lesslie Newbigin in thinking that story is a cognitive instrument, an indispensable means for articulating a worldview and thus for gaining understanding. See Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, chs. 2-3 and Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralistic Society (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989) p. 15.] What sets off their proposal is their focus on God’s mission (related to the kingdom) and their addition of a sixth act: the new creation. Hence (1) Creation: God establishes his kingdom (2) Fall: rebellion in the kingdom (3) Redemption initiated: the king chooses Israel (4) Redemption accomplished: the king comes (4) Mission of the church: spreading the news of the king (6) Redemption completed: the return of the king.

 
Each of the above schemas makes helpful points, yet none adequately analyzes just what it is to be or count as an “act.” In the context of theater, an act is a major division of a play that signals a change of time and/or place and is susceptible of being further divided into various scenes. In the context of theology, however, it is better to think of each act as a vital ingredient in the historical outworking (i.e., economy) of the divine decree. As such, each act is “according to the definite plan and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23). What we need is a way of marking the historical progression of a single unified action. As we shall see, the biblical themes of “covenant” and “kingdom” go a long way towards answering this need.

 
A biblical-theological account of Scripture’s unity and diversity works best with a five-act scheme. Unlike Wright or Bartholomew and Goheen, it is best not to view the Fall as an act in its own right. It is God’s theodrama, and each of the five acts is set in motion with a mighty speech act of God. Hence: 


Act 1 - Creation, the setting for everything that follows (Gen. 1-11)


Act 2 - Election of Abraham/Israel (Gen 12-Malachi)


Act 3 - Sending of the Son/Jesus (the Gospels)


Act 4 - Sending of the Spirit/Spirit/Church (Acts-Jude)


Act 5 - Return of the King/Day of the Lord/consummation/new creation (Revelation)


There are, of course, foreshadowing of later acts in earlier ones. Even more noteworthy, however, is the presence of conflict in all five acts. In each case, the conflict arises because the human players fail rightly to respond to God’s word. Adam and Eve disobey God’s command and suffer exile. Israel and her kings similarly fail to keep God’s law, and they too suffer exile. God brings his people back to Jerusalem, but this time they fail to recognize or respect God’s word incarnate. The question for the church in act 4 is whether we too will fail to recognize and respect God’s word written, hence the warnings about false teaching (2 Cor. 11:13; 2 Pet. 2:1; 1 Jn. 4:1) and falling away (Mk. 13:22; Heb. 3:12). Finally, the book of Revelation’s mention of the false prophet and the beast suggest that there will be satanic conflict until the end. Disciples do well to remember the nature of the conflict: will we side with those who respond to God’s word rightly, or with those who question, distort, and deny it?   


What is it about? Three interpretations

We turn now from diversity to unity, from the number of acts the play has to what it is fundamentally about. Broadly speaking, the great play of the world is about God’s renewing a broken creation. As to the human actors, it is about keeping and losing and then being given faith. It is a drama in which both divine and human players show themselves to be either faithful or faithless. It is a story about how God keeps his word even when his human images cannot. More specifically, the play has something to do with creation, kingdom, and covenant. Each of these three leading themes or frameworks has its own biblical theologians willing to champion its centrality. I will briefly review some representative approaches and then present my own integrative proposal.


1.  The drama of new creation


We begin with Greg Beale’s A New Testament Biblical Theology because, as he announces with his subtitle, “The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New,” the key to the whole play is contained in its opening scenes.
 There is another advantage to starting with Beale: he explicitly addresses the question of the Bible’s storyline. According to Beale, Genesis 1-3 introduces key themes and patterns that the rest of the Old and New Testaments develop, and from which they never depart. His focus is on the unity of the organic process of revelation and redemption.  

 
Beale subscribes to what appears to be a three-act version of the play: creation - judgment - new creation. He sees Eden as a cosmic temple, a fit dwelling place for God, especially when we appreciate how kings in the Ancient Near East would build temples to commemorate their victories and celebrate their reigns. The rest of the play concerns what God has to do when Adam and Eve are no longer fit to remain in God’s presence. God seeks to re-establish a dwelling place in Israel’s tabernacle and temple, but these ultimately are only shadows of something greater to come: the paradisal city-temple (Rev. 21:2) which is also equated with the “new heaven and new earth” (Rev. 21:1): “My thesis is that the Old Testament tabernacle and temples were symbolically designed to point to the cosmic eschatological reality that God’s tabernacling presence, formerly limited to the holy of holies, was to be extended through the whole earth.”

 
For Beale, “movement towards an eschatological goal” is a major theme in the Old Testament storyline and then again in the New.
 All the action in the play is pushing forward towards the end, when God establishes the new creation through Jesus’ death and resurrection and coming of the Spirit. Everything that happens in, to, and through Jesus Christ is eschatological inasmuch as it inaugurates the new creational reign of God. Jesus, too, is the temple of God, but through his work his people once again themselves become a temple fit for God’s indwelling presence.  


2. The drama of the kingdom

 
A number of authors view the play as telling the story of the progress of the kingdom of God – how God becomes king.
 Despite the total absence of the phrase “kingdom of God” from the Old Testament, it is clear that, from the beginning, God is the ruler over all creation, and hence over all creatures and human kingdoms (Ps. 93:1; 96:4-10). This is why God can give dominion over the rest of creation to the humans pair created in his image (Gen. 1:26-28). However, Adam and Eve failed to rule rightly in God’s stead, as did the kings of Israel after them. Consequently, the world is now under the dominion of the powers of darkness.   

 
The promise of a Davidic king, whose throne would endure forever, nevertheless fueled Israel’s hope, as did the apocalyptic imagery of the coming Son of Man (Dan. 7:13-14). The Gospels present Jesus as this Son of Man, who has brought God’s kingdom in his own person. The gospel on this view is the good news that the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, has fulfilled his promise to David (2 Samuel 7:8-16) and established his reign in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit.
 Wright claims that the New Testament authors “all think that Jesus is already in charge of the world.... That is what they understood by ‘God’s kingdom.’”
 However, this kingdom is both present and future, awaiting definitive consummation, and it is this eschatological tension that drives the drama forward to its climactic conclusion where God’s reign will extend over all.


3. The drama of covenant

 
Yet a third way of construing the divine play is to plot its covenantal progression. Bartholomew and Goheen, likening the canon to a cathedral, suggest that “kingdom” and “covenant” each present a strong claim to be the main door through which to enter in. They then go on to ask whether kingdom and covenant are two different doors or the same door. Their answer: “covenant and kingdom are like two sides of the same coin, evoking the same reality in slightly different ways.”
 They associate the kingdom with the reign of God over the whole of creation and covenant with the special relationship God institutes with Israel. However, kings often established covenants, and the covenant God made with Israel eventually encompasses the whole of creation, so in the end it is difference in emphasis only. Others disagree, seeing the covenant rather than the kingdom as the best way to view the God-world relationship, from creation to consummation.
 After all, God makes covenants with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David, and the prophets look forward to the “new covenant” (Jer. 31:31-33) that the New Testament announces as mediated by Jesus Christ.  

 
What is a covenant? This has been the subject of no little scholarly dispute over the past decades.
 There have been many proposed definitions, based in large part on perceived parallels with Ancient Near Eastern practices, but even in the Bible itself the notion is quite flexible: “It is used to refer to international treaties (Josh. 9:6; 1 Ki. 15:19), clan alliances (Gen. 14:13), personal agreements (Gen. 31:44), national agreements (Jer. 34:8-10), and loyalty agreements (1 Sam. 20:14-17), including marriage (Mal. 2:14).”
 Gordon Hugenberger expresses the core idea: “A covenant, in its normal sense, is an elected, as opposed to natural, relationship of obligation under oath.”
 Even more succinctly: “a berit is a relationship involving an oath-bound commitment.”
 The key to distinguishing the different kinds of covenants we see in Scripture depends on who takes the oath (i.e., who undertakes the covenant obligations). Obligations can be unilaterally assumed, unilaterally assigned to another, or they can be bilateral (i.e., mutual). 

 
Scott Hahn’s Kinship by Covenant argues that Scripture presents a unified covenantal drama. Though the covenants vary in form and content, they ultimately serve as a means by which to integrate aliens into a familial structure. While some covenants emphasize either the ethical, juridical, or cultic aspects, covenants in general are essentially means for extending familial relationships: “The familial nature of covenants is their unifying factor.”
 In sum: the various covenants in the biblical story fit into a pattern: “a drama of the development of the covenant relationship between father and son, that is, between God and his people.”
 The cantus firma of the theodrama is God’s single-minded purpose to extend his family: “covenant establishes kinship.”
 Where are we? In a story about the Father-son bond between God and his people  – his extended family of adopted sons and daughters (Israel; the church): “God’s relationship with Israel is thus guided by a filial pedagogy culminating in Christ.”
 

 
Peter Gentry and Stephen Wellum also believe that the covenants constitute the framework of the biblical story, though they emphasize not “kinship” by covenant (Hahn) but rather “kingdom” through covenant. They criticize Beale for exaggerating the importance of creation
 and Goldsworthy, among others, for exaggerating the importance of kingdom.
 Their proposal has the merit of seeking to integrate the themes of creation and kingdom, but without collapsing them into one another, as Bartholomew and Goheen seem willing to do. They also seek to do justice to the theme of creation inasmuch as covenant concerns the relationship between the Creator and his creation. Their thesis: covenant is essential to the “plot” of Scripture, and only by appreciating the progression of the various covenants (the “backbone of the biblical narrative”), and their relationship to the new covenant inaugurated in the person and work of Jesus Christ, can one discern correctly the “whole counsel of God” (Acts 20:27).  

 
While covenant provides a way to divide the story into several acts, kingdom keeps the story unified. God, the king of the universe, created humankind to be vice-regents, ruling creation on his behalf. However, Adam and Eve, together with their progeny, reject God’s rule. The rest of the drama concerns God’s attempts to restore his rule and right relations with his image-bearers through a succession of covenants. For example, Solomon’s temple is a place, like Eden, where fellowship with God can once again be enjoyed, though it is only a temporary and provisional solution. Ultimately, it will take a new covenant, a new temple, a new king, as well as a new and utterly unexpected kind of victory: the cross.   
A covenantal courtroom drama: the trial of the great King

Before moving on, it might be helpful to retrace our journey. We are seeking to understand the nature of the playwright’s play “from below,” from the perspective of its unfolding in human history. We have suggested that (1) the play has five acts (2) the unifying principle has something to do with the kingdom of God (3) the diversity has something to do with the succession of covenants (4) the telos of the play is the new creation (5) at the center of the play stand the cross, resurrection, Ascension, and return of Jesus Christ, the great King (Ps. 48:2; Mt. 5:35; Rev. 20:11). I now submit that all these themes are elements in an ongoing courtroom drama in which both covenant servants and covenant Lord appear alternately to be on trial. 


This is not the place to work out the detailed picture; we have time only for broad-brush strokes. The big picture depicts God’s communicative action in covenantal settings oriented to Creator-creature communion. It features the triune God relating to his creation as sovereign King, exercising and expanding his rule by means of his covenantal words that bind him to his people and regulate his people’s behavior.
 At every point, the question is whether and to what extent human persons are living in right relatedness (i.e., righteousness), with God and others (i.e., neighbors). The alarming answer: not so much. The kingdom of God – God’s people living under God’s blessed rule in God’s place – proves devastatingly, and mortally, elusive.


The ultimate covenant blessing is communion: “I will take you for my people, and I will be your God” (Ex. 6:7; Jer. 11:4; Ezek. 36:28); “I will be your father, and you shall be my sons and daughters” (2 Cor. 6:18). The sobering truth, however, is that human creatures rebelled against God’s rule, casting the whole of creation into disorder and falling well short of right relatedness. Yet, as in every relationship, each side takes turns blaming the other. Divorce is even threatened. In short: the divine comedy threatens to degenerate into an unseemly courtroom drama marked by mutual accusations. One suspects that Satan, the “accuser” (Rev. 12:9-10) is well pleased at the turn of events. Yet not all is as at seems. The Great King, who is also Judge, is about to work the greatest plot twist ever told... 


“Courtroom drama” gets at the heart of God’s covenant history with his people. Who is on trial? Not only the rebellious children of Israel but also their Lord: will he be as good as his covenant word? In essence, the courtroom drama is both a trial of the Great King and covenant Lord – God’s truth, goodness and beauty – but also of the covenant people, their faith, wisdom, and love. This is the play in which disciples too participate, as we shall see in due course. 


Covenant lawsuit

 
“I call heaven and earth to witness against you” (Dt. 4:26; 30:19; 31:28). Unlike the conditional promise God made with Abraham (Gen. 12:2-3), the Sinai covenant imposed certain obligations on Israel (see Dt. 4:1-40), the most important being covenant loyalty to Yahweh: “You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:3). This requirement, to remain in a “monogamous” relationship with Yahweh, is only fitting in a relationship of exclusive love. As we saw above, the covenant is like a marriage: the blessing is communion but the condition is faithfulness. Alas, Israel “went a whoring after other gods” (Judg. 2:17), committing spiritual adultery and leading Jeremiah to wonder whether Israel had landed in a divorce court (Jer. 3:8). Of all the words disciples could hear, surely the worst is “I never knew you; depart from me” (Mt. 7:23).

 
Everything in the play depends on how human creatures respond to God’s word. Right response to God’s word entails right relatedness to God (and vice versa). God establishes his covenants unilaterally: it is entirely by grace that the Maker of heaven and earth chooses to enter into a privileged relationship with Israel. The covenants typically include both privileges (e.g., promises on God’s part of blessings for obedience) and responsibilities (e.g., obligations to obedience on Israel’s part). The history of Israel is largely the story of Israel’s covenant faithfulness and unfaithfulness (primarily the latter). 

 
Two other features of God’s covenant with Israel bear mention. First, covenant faithlessness would not go unpunished. There were consequences to the shape of Israel’s response to God’s word. Second, there were provisions to preserve the covenant in writing (e.g., the “book of the covenant” - Ex. 24:7; Dt. 29:21) – a documentary witness to the solemn agreement. There are other witnesses as well, and it is these that give the biblical play the feel of a courtroom drama.

 
 “I call heaven and earth to witness against you” (Dt. 4:26; 30:19; 31:28). On several occasions, God sends his prophets to announce a lawsuit against his people for breach of covenant: “Here the word of the Lord, O people of Israel; for the Lord has an indictment [rîb] against the inhabitants of the land. There is no faithfulness or loyalty, and no knowledge of God in the land” (Hos. 4:1). A number of biblical scholars have examined this covenant lawsuit motif.
 The trial typically includes the prosecutor’s accusation before heaven and earth, summoned as witnesses: “Here, O heavens, and give ear, O earth; for the Lord has spoken: ‘Children have I reared and brought up, but they have rebelled against me” (Isa. 1:2).
 The trial proceeds when the Judge (who is also the plaintiff) declares his right to press charges, reads the charges, notes the inability of making the situation right through foreign gods or empty rites, and then pronounces judgment. 
 
Interestingly, just as God can bring a case against Israel (see Dt. 32; Hos. 4-5; Mic. 6:1-8), so humans can bring their case against God. For example, Job protests his own innocent suffering and brings accusations against God (Job 23:1-7; cf. 40:1-9). Indeed, one scholar says of the book of Job as a whole that “formally it cannot be better understood than as the record of the proceedings of a rîb between Job and God Almighty in which Job is the plaintiff and prosecutor, the friends of Job are witnesses as well as co-defendants and judges, while God is the accused and defendant.”
 For present purposes, however, I shall focus primarily on Yahweh’s case against Israel. The context for these covenant lawsuits is “the emergency situation in which the prophet sees it as his task to force the people to return to the covenant relationship with Yahweh by forcing them to come to an awareness of what this relationship demands of them.”
 

 
The great theater of the world turns out to be a courtroom in which defendants and prosecutors plead their respective cases and witnesses give testimony: “Get up! Defend yourself before the mountains! Present your case before the hills! ... For the Lord has a case [rîb] against his people; he has a dispute [rîb] with Israel!” (Micah 6:1-2, NET). Israel is charged with a number of counts, all variations of what we could call aggravated covenant assault. For example, Amos charges Israel with oppressing the poor, committing sexual immorality, and profane worship (Amos 2:6-8). God calls a variety of witnesses that attest the justice of his cause, his righteousness as over against Israel’s unrighteousness. In Deuteronomy Moses calls heaven and earth as witnesses. In Amos 3:9,10 God calls Assyria and Egypt as witnesses of Israel’s oppression of the poor (Egypt being a particularly ironic choice, given Israel’s earlier oppression there). God is both plaintiff and judge. Israel is tried not by jury but by divine fury, which is what the righteousness of God resembles when it confronts unrighteousness.

 
Covenant lawsuit, far from being a marginal theme, “constitutes a motif that suffuses the entire warp and woof of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation.”
 To take but one example: John Watts views the entire book of Isaiah as an extension of Yahweh’s complaint against his people and his city, a trial set in “the heavenly judgment hall.”

 
There is another kind of covenant trial worth mentioning in this context, the informal hearing (or rather watching) whereby one party is put to various kinds of tests in order to determine their character, and heart. The paradigm case here is God’s testing Abraham’s faith by asking him to sacrifice his son Isaac. The Hebrew term naœsa® (LXX: peirazo) is sometimes translated “tempted,” especially when Satan is behind the test, aiming to prove a person’s unfaithfulness. God puts individuals and nations to the test, not to incite them to disobedience, but rather to confirm them in either their covenant faithfulness or unfaithfulness as the case may be. While not a formal covenant lawsuit, such informal testing nevertheless represents a kind of covenant trial and, as such, belongs in the broad canonical sweep of the courtroom theodrama. It is against this backdrop of covenant lawsuit and trial that we best view the New Testament testimony to Jesus Christ. 


The trial of the second Adam: Mosaic prophet, Melchizidekian priest, and Davidic king

 
“Who do you say that I am?” (Mt. 16:15; Mk. 8:29; Lk. 9:20). Jesus’ question to his first disciples remains the question for disciples in every generation, and thus the question for us today. It is related to the central issue of the Old Testament: the identity of Yahweh.
 In particular, the question is whether Yahweh is the one true God, the God who will remain true to his word. However, God turns the tables and brings a case against Israel and the nations: the nations fail to recognize God and Israel fails in its servant role to be a light to the nations. What begins as a trial of God becomes a trial of those who sought to try him. The trial motif is especially prominent in the contest between Elijah and the prophets of Baal (1 Ki. 18), where what is at stake is the identity of Yahweh as an agent of covenant blessings (i.e., rain). The identity of Yahweh is again at stake in Isaiah 40-55, where the issue is whether Yahweh is the ultimate agent behind King Cyrus’ victories: “Yahweh and his witnesses are placed on one side and the gods of the nations and their supporters on the other.”

 
“Who do you say that I am?” Jesus answers this question throughout the Fourth Gospel by means of his words and deeds. Jesus not only tells the truth (Jn. 8:45), but also says that he has come into the world to bear witness to the truth (Jn. 18:37) and, what is more, even claims to be the truth (Jn. 14:6). In particular, Jesus claims to have a special relationship with the Father, which some listeners interpreted as a blasphemous claim to be equal with God (Jn. 5:18). Jesus claims to be the only one who has seen the Father (Jn. 6:46) and the only one through whom the Father can be seen (Jn. 14:7). Jesus claims that the Father is “in” him as he is “in” the Father (Jn. 14:10), and that whoever hates him hates the Father also (Jn. 15:23). Jesus claims to be in some sense part of the very identity of the Father. 

 
Two charges against Jesus results in his arrest and trial. The Jewish leaders brought him to Pilate, the Roman governor, saying rather vaguely that he was an “evildoer” (Jn. 18:30). Pilate cross-examines Jesus, concluding “I find no crime in him” (Jn. 19:6), to which the Jewish leaders retort: “We have a law, and by that law he ought to die, because he has made himself the Son of God” (Jn. 19:8). Pilate, clearly reluctant to involve himself in the intramural matters of Jewish theology, again tries to release him (Jn. 19:12), only to hear an even more chilling charge brought against Jesus: he has sought not only to make himself not only like God but also Caesar (Jn. 19:12). The Jewish leaders then seal their covenant fate, forgetting the Great King of Israel and instead professing, “We have no king but Caesar” (Jn. 19:15). Jesus is found guilty in both the religious trial of the Jewish Sanhedrin and the political trial of Rome.

 
The trial and death of Jesus are the focal point of all four Gospels. The cross, after all, was a death sentence pronounced by the court. The Fourth Gospel features Jesus’ trial before the high priest (Jn. 18:12-23), before Caiaphas and the Sanhedrin (Jn. 18:24-27), and finally before Pilate (Jn. 18:28-19:16). Yet, as several commentators have noted, the whole of John’s Gospel is structured as a courtroom drama. For example, Andreas Köstenberger speaks of “the cosmic trial motif” that serves as the backdrop to the historical action in John’s Gospel. This trial does not pit Yahweh against the nations, but God (light) against the world (darkness).
 Indeed, Jesus is on trial throughout the Fourth Gospel, as the frequent mention of notions such as witness, testimony, and judgment amply attests. 

 
The Fourth Gospel is a courtroom drama where what is on trial is nothing less than God’s truth claim. In the Old Testament, “truth” (emeth) carries connotations of reliability and, in particular, covenant faithfulness. What is being tried is covenant faithfulness: the righteousness of God. Andrew Lincoln argues that John self-consciously employs the Old Testament lawsuit motif – especially the lawsuits in Isaiah 40-55 – throughout his Gospel, perhaps because his readers were similarly undergoing various kinds of trial for their own evangelical truth claims.
 He is especially struck by the frequency with which notions like testimony and judgment appear in the Fourth Gospel, well before Jesus’ official trial. For example, the noun witness or testimony (marturia) appears fourteen times and the verb thirty-three times. In the courtroom drama that is the Fourth Gospel, everything seems to be giving testimony, either voluntarily (e.g., the man born blind - Jn. 9:17, 24-26) or inadvertently (e.g., Caiaphas - Jn. 18:14). 

 
The star witness, of course, is Jesus himself. It is his testimony to his heavenly Father (Jn. 3:31-35), and his claim that the Father has borne witness to him (Jn. 5:37), that are the occasions for the violent reprisal against him. In John’s Gospel, not only what Jesus says but everything he does, especially his miracles, are signs (semeia) that speak to his true identity. Yet multiple additional witnesses have walk-on parts: John the Baptist (Jn. 1:6, 7, 15, 27, 29, 32-34; 5:33), the Samaritan woman (Jn. 4: 19, 29), Moses (5:45-46), the man born blind (Jn. 9), to name but a few. Again, what is on trial is Jesus’ truth claim, or rather, his claim to be the God’s truth: the revelation (true knowledge) and righteousness (true covenant faithfulness) of God. 

 
While the Fourth Gospel may be the only one structured as a courtroom drama, the Synoptics are certainly aware of the “trial” aspect of Jesus’ mission. Each includes the narrative of Jesus’ temptation by Satan, whose forty-day wilderness testing (Mt. 4:1-2) corresponds to Israel’s forty-year wilderness wanderings. This, too, is a trial, a test that helps the reader to discern who Jesus truly is.
 Luke’s Gospel traces Jesus’ genealogy back not to Abraham, as Matthew does, but to Adam (Lk. 3:38) and then, in the next verse, introduces the temptation narrative. This sequence is no accident: rather, the Gospels intentionally identify Jesus with both Adam and Israel and their respective trials. Whereas the first Adam succumbs to the temptation to hearken to Satan rather than God, Jesus rebuffs Satan with God’s word (Lk. 4:4, 10, 12). Paul also contrasts the obedience of the second Adam with the disobedience of the first (Rom. 5:12-21).

 
Taken together, the Gospels and the rest of the New Testament represent a cumulative testimony as to Jesus’ identity: he is the second Adam; a true prophet, greater than Moses (Dt. 18:15-16; 34:10-11; cf. Acts 3:22; Heb. 3:3); a true priest, greater than Melchizedek (Ps. 110:4; Heb. 5:10; 6:20); a true king, greater than David (Mt. 21:9; Eph. 1:20-21). He is God’s vindicated (i.e., resurrected) truth claim: he is the truth about God, the truth about humanity, and the truth about the relationship between God and humanity. He is God’s covenant faithfulness, both its promise and judgment. 

 
“Who do you say that I am?” I say you are the righteousness of God.
 


Disciples in the dock: martyrdom and covenant identity

 
Back to the Fourth Gospel. Lincoln is right to observe “The Fourth Gospel is not simply about a trial; it is itself a testimony in the trial.”
 The Gospel is so structured that the reader is drawn into the courtroom drama, placed on the jury – or perhaps the witness stand – and so obliged to take a stand, for or against John’s testimony. There can be little doubt that the author uses his rhetorical skills to bring about a crisis in the reader, a crisis that can be relieved only by making a judgment [krisis] about Jesus: “these [things] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you have life in his name” (Jn. 20:31). The Gospel closes with another reminder that the reader has been privy to courtroom testimony, for the author identifies himself as an eyewitness: “This is the disciple who is bearing witness to these things, and who has written these things; and we know that his testimony is true” (Jn. 21:24).

 
There are at least two levels of dramatic irony in play here. First, it is ironic that though Jesus is the one who appears to be on trial, in fact it is those who sit in judgment that are themselves being judged. It is the working out of what was said in the prologue: “He was in the world . . . yet the world knew him not” (Jn. 1:10). Yet it is also ironic that readers in the know about this first level of irony are caught up themselves on a second level: it is not enough to see the shortcomings of the Jewish and Roman leaders if one does not come to a right judgment oneself. The sober truth is that the person now on trial in the Fourth Gospel is not Jesus, not even Pilate, but contemporary readers. And we are on trial not only when we happen to be reading the Fourth Gospel, but at every moment of every day: “every human meeting is judgment, is crisis, is a situation in which we are called either to receive Christ or to be Christ’s messenger to the person whom we are meeting.”

 
It follows that all human beings, like the heavens and earth, are called upon to be witnesses to the trial of truth at the heart of the gospel. Jesus is the preeminent witness-martyr, the one who, unlike Adam and Israel, successfully passes the test of covenant faithfulness, even though it cost him his life. Jesus is the righteousness of God because he demonstrates right relatedness to God through his true testimony. In similar fashion, the risen Christ calls his followers to give true testimony to his identity: “You are witnesses [martyres] of these things” (Lk. 24:48; cf. Isa. 43:10). Theology speaks understanding when it can say what form fidelity to the vocation of truthful witness ought to take today. 

 
Christian doctrine prepares disciple-witnesses to give true testimony in the courtroom drama of daily life. The way we live each day bears eloquent testimony to what we truly believe (and believe in). Doctrine helps disciples to bear true witness, to put others in the position of coming to know (believe and understand) the gospel of Jesus Christ. Bearing witness is often costly; the cost of discipleship is martyrdom, whether in life or in death. Our role in the courtroom drama of the covenant – to bear witness – is itself a trial. Kierkegaard speaks of “suffering for the doctrine.” This suffering is necessary – which is why bearing testimony is a trial – because of what we have to say: the kingdom of God is cruciform in nature. This is not a popular message to those accustomed to worldly power.

 
What is finally on trial in the covenantal courtroom drama of the Christ is the truth about the nature of God’s kingdom and the identity of the king. Disciples bear witness in their everyday speech and action as to which king, and whose kingdom, they ultimately serve. In this light, Jesus’ words to his disciples are especially apt: “You are those who have continued with me in my trials; as my Father covenanted [diatithemai] a kingdom to me, so do I covenant a kingdom to you” (Lk. 22:28-29; my translation). A crown awaits the faithful witness. 

 
The book of Revelation identifies Jesus Christ as the paramount faithful witness, and the ruler of kings on earth (Rev. 1:5). Yet the king accedes to his throne only through his death on a cross. The great King, the Lion of Judah, is also the slain Lamb (Rev. 5:5-6). And so it shall be with Jesus’ disciples: they must first give faithful witness before ruling with their Lord, and bearing faithful witness implies bearing a cross. In the New Testament, a martyr is first and foremost a witness, a player in the great courtroom drama of the world. Testimony begins in the context of a judicial trial, but quickly becomes an existential trial when the witness suffers for his or her testimony. This is what happened to Stephen, the first Christian martyr. Paul later recalls how “the blood of Stephen [Christ’s] witness was shed” (Acts 22:20).  

 
Martyrdom is an important theme in the book of Revelation, which speaks to both the issue of the covenant lawsuit and also the nature of true discipleship. The blood of the martyrs cry out from under the altar after the opening of the fifth seal, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before thou wilt judge and avenge our blood” (Rev. 6:10). The rest of the book is a response to this question. The covenant courtroom briefly becomes a cosmic battleground before order is re-established in the heavenly court and a final judgment pronounced before the Great White Throne: “books were opened . . . And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, by what they had done” (Rev. 20:12). At this point, when the books are closed, the curtain comes down on the old heaven and earth. Meanwhile, disciples are to “keep the words of the prophecy of this book” (Rev. 22:7; cf. Rev. 1:3) by preparing for the trials, and the blessed hope, that awaits them. Doctrine is a precious help for disciples seeking to fulfill their covenantal vocation as faithful witnesses and martyrs.

Recapitulation: the orthodox imperative

 
“Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.” This pithy formula states Ernst Haeckel’s hypothesis that as an organism develops from embryo to adult (ontogeny), it goes through stages that resemble the whole evolutionary process of its ancestors (phylogeny). Human embryos, for example, at one point have gills. I only introduce this notion (about which I am noncommittal if not outright doubtful) in order to set forth another, to which I am strongly committed: “Economy recapitulates ontology” (with the doctrine of the Trinity in mind, of course).

 
This chapter illustrates “economy recapitulates ontology” by observing the way in which the play “from below” (i.e., the missions of Son and Spirit from the Father that comprise the economic Trinity) recapitulates the play as seen “from above” (i.e., the processions of the immanent or ontological Trinity). In particular, we have focused on the way in which the Father and Son bring about communion in the kingdom through covenantal communicative action (and passion). The plan of salvation – life in and through the Son (i.e., what is in Christ) – was conceived in eternity and executed in history. The gospel is Trinitarian through and through.
 Economy recapitulates ontology. 

 
The orthodox imperative is shorthand for the necessity of affirming the ancient Trinitarian and Christological doctrines associated with the Councils of Nicaea (325) and Chalcedon (451). Whence comes this necessity? Is not the doctrine of the Trinity a highly abstruse, even arcane, piece of Greek theologizing? Is not the notion of the hypostatic union an outdated remnant of Greek metaphysics? No, they are not. On the contrary: the doctrine of the Trinity is absolutely central for the project of faith speaking understanding for, in a real sense, the drama is the triune dramatis personae: Father, Son, and Spirit. That was the whole point of observing the connection between the eternal processions within the Godhead and the historical missions of the Son and Spirit. We can only understand what is happening in the history of Jesus Christ if we understand who Jesus is and how, as Son of God, his person and work is related to God the Father. Indeed, the whole play is about how the triune playwright comes down from heaven, unites himself with his human creatures, and the reunites earth with heaven. As to Chalcedon, the logic of the gospel and the coherence of the theodrama depend on the Son being fully God and man, hence the importance of the doctrine of the Incarnation as well. These two doctrines, the Trinity and the Incarnation, are the only two dogmas on which the church has officially agreed, for Nicaea and Chalcedon produced the only two doctrinal statements on which there was ecumenical consensus.  

 
The Trinity is the ground, grammar, and guarantee of the gospel. As such, it is central for the project of faith speaking understanding: “Trinitarianism is the encompassing framework within which all Christian thought takes place and within which Christian confession finds its grounding presuppositions. It is the deep grammar of all the central Christian affirmations.”
 The Trinity guarantees the gospel by explaining how those who lack righteousness can nevertheless enjoy right relatedness to the God of all righteousness. The drama of the Christ is the story of how the Father extends his family, opening up space in the eternal triune life for human creatures that enter into the Son’s sonship through the Spirit. 

 
The gospel is good news only if one relates to it rightly. The demons believe Jesus is the Christ, but they do not believe in (or into - Gk. eis) him (Lk. 4:41; cf. Jas. 2:19). Knowing about is one thing, personal commitment or trust in a person quite another. Right knowledge (“orthodoxy”) is ultimately hollow if it is not accompanied by right love. Disciples must not only speak the truth in love (Eph. 4:10) but also love the truth they speak. Faith speaking understanding must be heartfelt. With this thought, we move from the logic of the gospel to the logic of the martyr.  

 
The faithful witness must not only parrot the good news of what is in Christ but also participate in it. What does this mean? It means, first, that disciples must play their part in the courtroom drama of the covenant, bearing true witness to the things that happened to Jesus in Jerusalem (Lk. 24:18), passing along the apostolic testimony that the first Christians heard, saw with their eyes, looked upon and touched with their hands concerning Jesus Christ (1 Jn. 1:1). It means, second, that disciples bear witness to the gospel by joining in the triune play of reconciliation whereby God is making all things new through Christ in the Spirit (2 Cor. 5:17-19). It means, third, identifying Jesus Christ as the great King, attesting his status as true prophet, priest, and king. In this way disciples continue, by way of participatory attestation, Christ’s own mission: the prophetic activity of forth-telling God’s word and will, in particular the contours of the new covenant; the priestly activity of praying in Jesus’ name and celebrating his sacrifice; even the kingly activity of working in cruciform ways for justice, peace, and righteousness. It means, finally, participating in the death and resurrection of Jesus, as individuals and as churches, thereby realizing our new existence “in Christ” and, in the process, becoming harbingers and flagships of the reality of the gospel. To witness to what is in Christ is to participate in the coming of his kingdom. It is to these important meanings of participating in Christ that we now turn. 
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